T HE TOPIC of this essay is not the problem of the disposing of human life-whether considered from the point of view of philosophy or of moral theology. Nor is our concern the fundamental ethical or the concrete casuistical problems which belong to that topic. Rather, in this essay I will deal with the basic question of the significance attached to the Christian faith in solving normative problems on the level of morally correct (right) behavior. But this question should not be approached theoretically; it should be presented exclusively by means of one example: the disposing of human life.
held to belong to the dignity of the human person; or it may be held that the prohibition-which has somehow been established-against the disposal of one's own life is not absolute, i.e., not without exceptions, especially in conflict situations; or it may be that one doubts the sufficient evidential value in the reasons offered for the prohibition.
The distinction between human insight and philosophical insight is not unimportant here, because it is possible that, despite deep human insights, we may not succeed in formulating convincing philosophical reasons. Apart from this, there are certainly initial insights which cannot be reduced to reasons that already exist.
As has been said, one frequently encounters today the formulation that only a theistic (Christian) belief in God could make a prohibition of the disposing of one's own life comprehensible; the problem would therefore be more religious than ethical. This formulation parallels the saying that everything is basically allowed when belief in God is lacking. Not only Kant and a good many (agnostic) humanists, but also many Protestant and Catholic philosophers and theologians, take issue with this saying. In other words, one certainly is able to suppose an authentic human selfunderstanding that in principle knows something of the dignity of human existence in our time, and of a corresponding limitation on the disposing of this existence. Even where such an original insight is not admitted, plausible philosophical reasons for these intimations can be offered.
Furthermore, there is a false alternative in the formulations "Without faith everything is allowed" and "Without faith there is no good reason to prohibit the taking of one's own life." Theism and atheism do not form the human (or philosophical) basis for a solution to the problem facing us here-the disposing of one's life. Rather, the solution's foundation is human self-understanding qua human. At least in explicit reflection, however, this will always be influenced beforehand by a theistic, atheistic, or agnostic option or "faith." Nevertheless, the dignity of the human person, as an end in himself and as a moral being capable of responsible self-realization, is fundamentally accessible to insightful experience. But since this dignity presupposes biological life, there may be more to be said about the question of the disposing of such life.
There is yet another question: Precisely to what level of detail are we able to find convincing or at least sufficiently plausible solutions relative to our problem? At what level will they appear reasonable to others? We may perhaps believe that we have moral, though not metaphysical, certainty in the case of particular solutions. But, as already suggested, the exceedingly various human or philosophical convictions are presumably influenced by a set of global options or beliefs in an unconscious way.
What set of comprehensive beliefs with its corresponding self-understanding conditions the formulations asserting that the disposing of one's own life, or at least a "rational" self-realization understood in terms of freedom, belongs to the essential dignity of the human person? Or that accordingly it is not necessary that every realization of life that is possible-in-itself must be realized? Or that finally, by way of comparison, death must not be considered the greatest evil for a human person?
Against this stand several prohibitory considerations that may perhaps be influenced by another set of beliefs. We are told that self-destruction is still in principle a self-affirmation and therein it contains an internal contradiction: Is this a valid argument? We are told that the taking of one's own life makes the person lord over himself and thereby confronted with an internal contradiction: Is this argument valid? We are told that taking one's own life contradicts the innermost natural tendency for selfpreservation: Does this argument hold without exception? We are told that one who takes his own life escapes from the obligatory full development of himself as a person as well as from his essential role in the society to which he belongs: Is this a valid argument? We are told that it would be a contradiction to say that by hastening death freedom would deprive itself of the life that is a necessary condition of freedom's own existence: Is this a conclusive argument?
It appears that behind such arguments lies the philosophical thesis that by taking one's own life a person assumes that which rightfully belongs only to the Creator; one evades the Creator's will that we should fully develop the life He has given us; one escapes from the time of testing that the Creator has ordained. Both Thomas Aquinas 1 and Pius XII 2 understand these questions to be philosophical. But are they not really hidden theological questions? Are they not questions that have arisen out of an inspiration of faith, but are then accessible to human reflection? This is how they are understood, e.g., by Edward Schillebeeckx in his second book on Christ.
3 Similarly, Helmut Thielicke 4 holds that solutions discovered in the area of faith bearing on the human right to dispose of life must not be lost in a secularized society. Both authors imply, then, that the questions concerning the disposing of human life are fundamentally problems of human ethics and not only of faith and 
Theological Considerations against an Excessive Demand on Faith
At the beginning of my reflection on this concrete problem, I should like to proffer a general admonition by the respected Protestant theologian Gerhard Ebeling: "It is urgent to warn against hastily bringing the subject matter of theology to bear against philosophy, rather than patiently participating in wrestling with the reasonableness of reason." The Christian faith itself, which should help us in the search for moral answers, bears in itself as a condition of its own possibility a human selfunderstanding and a human moral experience. We need not settle here the question of how far human and ethical self-understanding precedes faith, or whether it first becomes active in the encounter with the offer and the acceptance of faith. Human and moral self-understanding is nothing other than the gift of the truth about oneself, and thereby of the meaning of one's own self as this meaning forms the basis for the multiple values and norms of human realities.
Such a self-understanding is impossible without a final reference that is not further reducible and beyond which no questions can be asked. At 
person's difficult ethical quest. But insofar as this is only a light,
13 there must still be in principle the question of an accessible moral truth that is comprehensible to human and moral self-understanding. It is a case, then, of genuine humanism (not, therefore, specifically atheistic or agnostic or theistic humanism), and not of an ethics of faith that is added on to this or stretched out before this.
In treating the problem of the right to life and the right to take life, reference has been made in some way in all periods since Aristotle to the dignity of the human person, of his existence, and of his life. This dignity has been understood as a dignity that belongs to the human person who in freedom lives and historically actuates the meaning of his own self; so Kant saw man as "an end in himself. " From the standpoint of creation theology, man is the "Other" who has been sent forth in freedom through God's omnipotence. The question about the disposing of human life, that of others and one's own, must respect this "truth" of the human person. It is not solved by merely accepting an "instruction" that comes from outside-from God, for instance. Because earthly existence, life, is not an absolute good, and not the highest good of man, it can be understood why the problem of the disposing of human life will never find a generally accepted solution that goes into points of detail.
Since Dietrich Bonhoeffer 14 and Karl Barth, 15 and continuing in Germany under the influence of "Barth's disciple" U. Eibach, 16 there has been for some time a very strong tendency to replace the human and philosophical reflection which has been presented here with one completely dependent upon theology. Interestingly enough, there are similar tendencies on the part of Catholics today. 17 The central thesis declares that the human person, who is a sinner, has no value whatever as his own; all his value lies outside himself, in the loving call made by the God of the covenant. It follows that a value possessed by the human person would play no role at all in the problem of the disposing of human life, one's own or that of others. Consequently, the prohibition against the disposal of human life could be based only in the will of God, from whom the dignity of being called is derived. This alone would provide the justification under certain circumstances of an affirmative and partial disposing of human life.
It is not possible for me to grasp such a thesis, whether from the standpoint of human philosophy or from that of creation theology. I do not see how it is possible, without the dignity which is given to the human person but is fully his own, to arrive at the encounter with the love of God which gives the basis of a final dignity; nor do I understand the dignity of the call of God that is not a dignity belonging to us, if this does not integrate in itself a dignity that belongs to the human person (and this is explicitly allowed, e.g., by Eberhard Jüngel and Helmut Thielicke 18 ). And if this fundamental thesis does affirm occasional possibilities of the disposing of human life-as a permission or a command from God 19 -then I do not see how the divine permission or the divine command can be recognized by us, other than through the self-reflection of the human person with the dignity that is his. It seems to me that neither the high dignity of the human person, which is doubtless based in the relationship between God and man, nor this relationship's future promise of a life-to-come understood in a Christian sense, can bring the problem of the right of disposing of human life to concrete solutions. We shall have to discuss this point further.
Theological Recourse to the Bible and Its Effective History
Instead of continuing the preceding reflections immediately, let us first turn our attention to another theological approach. Some believe that beyond any theological reflection is a simpler and more direct way to a solution for the problem at hand. One endeavors to show that God Himself in the tradition of the Old Testament and especially of the New (Sermon on the Mount) has already given the answer to the present question about the disposing of human life. One need only look in the handbooks of moral theology, even those of a quite recent period. In the same regard, one may read documents of the Church's magisterium, episcopal pastoral letters, and much religious-ethical literature. One who believes that he possesses the truth by attempting such a recourse is naturally convinced that he already has all, or at least most, of the answers. Consequently one can do without further human reflection or recourse to philosophy. But are we not dealing with an uncritical and narrow theology?
In the holy books of the OT the statement occurs repeatedly that both life and death have their origin in the God worshiped by Israel. These words have not seldom been overinterpreted; some have wanted to read in them that the sovereign (and not only transcendental) right over life and death belonged to the Creator alone. 20 Man would therefore have no right over the disposing of human life. Basically, however, such biblical formulations are considered only the reverential expression of the transcendent superiority of the Creator, to whom even life and death are subject. The believing Israelite saw in such words no contradiction to the frequent killings that were lawful in the OT. It is thus that our theology and our Church must read and understand such texts today. Such an effort will not become contradicted when it finds that such words have been read and understood differently in the course of tradition and have had a corresponding effective history. In this regard, the double account of the Ten Commandments and their origin in the OT becomes much more important. On this point, both the official ecclesiastical proclamation and the preaching in church, as well as much of the moral theology being done, should be more careful and speak with greater theological clarity and accuracy. Modern exegesis is universally agreed 21 that the two narratives of the Ten Commandments in the OT are not completely the same. The narrative of the origin of the Decalogue and of its relationship to a theophany in which God would have spoken and written is traced to a relatively late redactional event. The Decalogue (above all, the fourth through tenth commandments) is less a moral revelation than a short summary of some principles that were socially significant for Israel, through whose observance the people responded to the God of the covenant. One of these points is the "fifth commandment." This speaks not simply of "killing" (disposing of human life) but only of the arbitrary killing (murder) of a personal, especially defenseless, enemy. Moreover, the Decalogue as a whole knows in various ways a killing that is seen as justified-hence a human disposing of human life. Theologically speaking, therefore, it is wrong to appeal directly to the text of the narrative of the Decalogue against the death penalty, war, and self-defense, against prenatal or neonatal killing, against sacrificial death, suicide, and euthanasia. The immense effective history of the fifth commandment is to be traced in part to a later reading of the OT text, but also to a deeper understanding and evaluation of the reality of human life, of human existence, as the gift of the living God of creation and the covenant. It is theologically significant that the fifth commandment of the Decalogue has had such an enormous effective history under the efficacy of the Spirit of God at work in the salvific history of the OT and NT. This is seen, for instance, in the Sermon on the Mount. Nonetheless, one cannot simply deduce solutions for the many contemporary problems involving the possible disposing of human life from this effective history, especially since even it does not exclude all disposing of human life. Or is there not another image that better corresponds to the Christian faith: the image of a God who has created the human person in His own image as an "Other" to be His partner? This would mean that the person is responsible for all levels of human life, including health, life, and death. Understood as one created in God's image and standing as His partner in the world, the person cannot dispose of either his life or his death arbitrarily. Yet God has not informed the human person whether He really requires of him the full development of the whole potential of his life or under the circumstances expects of him a seemingly unwar rantable steadfastness. In accordance with Scripture, I believe that we should understand Him rather as the God of love, who is present transcendently in the innermost depth of everything that happens on earth, and who charges the person-as-partner created in His own image with the duty of the appropriate and correct analysis and the execution of these events. God does not Himself appear as the one who inflicts disaster and illness, who imposes dreadful destinies on human lives, who determines a sudden death or fatal accidents or a painful lingering infirmity or a mild death, so that the human person may only suffer them in humility. If He is the God who customarily works in this world through secondary causes, then on what theological grounds can we exclude that this should also be the case through responsible healing and nursing, or through keeping alive and letting die (letting oneself die), or through an artificial shortening of life-that is to say, by a curtailment of the dying process, therefore also by the free hastening of the end of life, which too is the hastened end of earthly freedom? Indeed, in this case the responsible theological judgment must consider that the freedom sacrificed for the sake of other values is not, as is sometimes said, a moral value but rather only a human value, i.e., the possibility of realizing moral values. Such would be the case in any sort of killing.
I do not judge here in favor of any one of the possibilities I have named; rather, I wish to make the point that the appeal to the Christian God of creation as such and the solution of the problem of the disposing of human life do not open the door to a divinely given answer. The solution to the problem or the attempt at such solutions is entrusted to the person-as-partner who is created in God's image. Man and woman must, as far as possible, be constantly aware of the responsibility of their partnership, reflective of the image of God in which they were created, in the quest for tenable solutions. The believing Christian is ahead of many others in this regard.
Recourse to the God of the Covenant
As has already been said, the attempt (which I cannot copy) to understand human life and its dignity exclusively in the meeting of God and man that is bestowed from the outside by the God of the covenant does not seem to me able to produce any theological solution to the problem of the disposing of human life. It would doubtless follow from that consideration that it cannot be left to the human person to withdraw himself or others from this earthly encounter between God and man, and to determine the form of passage into the next life. Only where this interpersonal relationship on earth is utterly impossible would it be meaningful not to speak of human life, i.e., of the divine-human relationship on earth and human fidelity to it. But the possibilities mentioned above for a premature death or one painfully drawn out, of accidents and the artificial prolongation of life and death, would stand in the way of such a theological theory.
I cannot, therefore, see the reason for the nondisposability of human life being derived solely from the dignity of the graced relationship of God and man. Any reason for the prohibition lies in the created human person himself-in his own "truth." Accordingly, this is how he is integrated into the relationship that the God of creation and covenant has with humanity. This does not exclude but rather implies the fact that the dignity of human life, which as such is fundamentally nondisposable, is always set within that dignity which is experienced as a divine gift on the basis of the person's relationship to the God of creation and the covenant. This knowledge or faith may help him to remain ever aware of the obligations which arise from the dignity which is his own on the basis of creation. Jesus' death was a violent annihilation. It was not the death that is known in most of the OT, a death ordained by God at the end of a fulfilled life. It was violent, therefore similar to death from a heart attack, from an epidemic, from a traffic accident, through the carrying out of the death penalty, and so on. It does not concern "an expression of the divine will... as a direct act of domination," but "through the mediation of secondary causes."
Recourse to the Death of Christ
27 Cannot the same be said of the conflict situations that are "forced upon" us, ones in which many theologians (see below) would not dare to declare as absolutely unjustified sacrificial death, the taking of one's own life, or euthanasia? Then, however, it would be a dying in the manner of Christ: the experience of total powerlessness, of the total necessity to give oneself up.
What, then, is death as an imitation of the dying Christ? The acceptance of the experience of the God who always fundamentally has a claim over us! The experience of death as the punishment of sin. 28 The total giving up of oneself as an earthly reality, the final gift of self, the ultimate act of confidence, entering into the resurrection and into the incomprehensibility of God. Thus it would remain true that "If we live, we live to the Lord; if we die, we die to the Lord. Whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord."
29 "Neither death nor life ... can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord." 30 And lastly also, "for me to live is Christ, and to die is gain."
31
The aim of the preceding discussion has been to show only this: we should not make excessive demands of faith and expect from faith declarations that it perhaps cannot make.
THE CONTRIBUTION OF CHRISTIAN FAITH

A Convergence on the Basis of Faith
After what has been said, the Christian faith cannot be the authority that alone is able to make a prohibition of the disposing of human life understandable. That may at first sound very negative; but this seems to It has always been seen, in faith and without faith, that the prohibition of killing and the right to life are not absolute. We know the examples of the death penalty, self-defense, and the just war, even if we have become somewhat more cautious on these questions today.
I have heard from soldiers of the Second World War, who could not take their seriously wounded comrades with them when they retreated, that they saw themselves faced with the alternative of leaving them to a certain, long, and painful death, or else of giving them a quick death out of merciful love. They held the latter to be their duty as Christians. Further, many, including Christian theologians, held the self-sacrifice of Jan Palach to be justified as a powerful act of witness. It follows that they must make a similar judgment in the case of similar self-sacrifices of Buddhist monks. In addition, a generally positive answer has been given to the question that has arisen in our time of the justification of self-sacrifice as the only possible way to preserve an important state secret. One could doubtlessly add many other examples of killing and taking one's own life under the presuppositions of other cultures. In the area of medical and biological capabilities, I have heard of justified interventions or "noninterventions" in terrible prenatal and neonatal situations. They were done in good faith by both religious and humanist doctors. Many theologians would not dare speak against those deciding in such situations.
Not only in the past has active euthanasia been practiced; it has become a "fashionable" problem openly discussed in our time. Not a few theologians have treated the problem openly, but usually very briefly. They see and lament a lack of human and Christian readiness to endure the process of dying, including suffering and pain. Rather than a concern with extreme cases in which it is doubtful whether God's will and human reason demand a prolonged death, they consider the human person with his dignity as an end in itself and see way of exception, a behavior in difficult situations of conflict that while departing from the universally normative formulation of the nondisposability of human life, does not diminish the respect that is commanded by the norm. It is now possible to reflect theologically on these justifications. I refer, broadly, to three such attempts at justification.
The first attempt is typical for many Protestant theologians. They uphold the absoluteness of the will of God, which admits of no exception. This will states: no human disposing of human life! To do so would contradict the sovereignty of the Creator. It would contradict the call of the God of the covenant, who alone determines the duration and circumstances of the concrete relationship between God and man in the covenant. According to some theologians, it would also contradict the God of creation as He is the ultimate foundation of any natural law.
33 Because the particular world in which we live, however, is marked by sin, they believe that it is possible to be in a conflict situation whose solution is judged to be too excessively demanding. One assumes that neither would God expect of the human person an overly demanding solution in these situations; hence, from the point of view of the human person, Christian love must override a kind of "natural law" and take on itself the corresponding guilt of disobedience of God's prohibition. 34 In such a situation of conflict, the act disposing of life would remain an act against God's commandment. God Himself, however, and only He could justify the human person in such a situation, or even command him despite the prohibition to do what is necessitated by our sinful world. Thus the agent (or sinner) would be justified by God, though not the act.
What are my difficulties with this attempt at a solution? First, I find excessively uncritical the assertion that is made of an absolute divine prohibition, admitting of no exceptions, against any disposing of human life; it is an assertion that is established neither in faith nor in human self-reflection. This applies to both the cases of the traditional so-called "divine delegation" in the death penalty, self-defense, and the just war, and also to special cases like that of Jan Palach or of one who bears a secret, or, finally, to the cases of euthanasia. Second, if one understands such "commands" or "norms" critically and not in this absolute and universally valid fashion, then the difficult distinction between the justification of the act and the justification of the agent becomes superfluous. Ultimately, we must arrive at the acceptance of a God-given justification or indeed of a divine commandment to act, appropriate to 33 Especially Eibach, Medizin und Menschenwürde. 34 Cf. Eibach, ibid. 243 f., following in this Bonhoeffer, Ethics 255 ff. Unlike Eibach, Wunderli sees the duty of love to be in contradiction here to the "natural law" {Euthanasie 156). the necessities of the world that actually exists, by means of a process ofPaul shows in the First Letter to the Corinthians that such cases of conflict are possible, and shows how they can be resolved 38 with his decision concerning the so-called Pauline privilege. It could at first sight astonish us, coming as it does so closely after his allusion to Jesus' words about faithfulness in marriage.
The third attempt at a solution of conflict situations, which can certainly be maintained theologically and philosophically, has already been sufficiently indicated through the reference to my difficulties about the first and second attempts at a solution. This attempt knows neither the assumption of guilt nor behavior that is against moral correctness (rightness). This attempt does not specify in what cases it could de facto justify the disposing of human life, but that, again, is a question which arises outside the limits of this essay.
Attitudes of Faith
Although one cannot adequately justify or make comprehensible the nondisposability of human life specifically on the basis of the Christian faith, one's faith does not therefore remain simply without significance for the behavior of Christians. I have already spoken of a dynamic and converging power which does not merely draw attention maieutically to good human behavior vis-à-vis human life and death, but makes such behavior understandable as specifically congruent with the Christian faith.
On this basis one could see much of the behavior of Christians vis-à-vis human life and death as an expressive behavior. In it the simple acceptance of death and of the painful dying process is not the expression of a certain kind of fatalism; it is rather a gesture of thanksgiving for the gift of life and its giver. Such a Christian attitude makes possible or less burdensome a humble endurance in the process of dying. Such a quality becomes the expression of the relationship of the Christian to his Lord, who was not merely compelled to endure his suffering and death, but rather, despite his spontaneous unwillingness, was ready to endure it. In such a death there comes to expression at the same time the faith and the confident hope in the passage that permitted Jesus' death to become a dying into the resurrection.
In any case, it is clear that the Christians' attitudes of faith give a way of facing death that is not possible to the atheist or the agnostic humanist. The images of God from other religious communities, different from the Christian image of God, likewise determine a different behavior, or at least a different expressive behavior, when compared with the attitude of the believing Christian.
Moreover, we should not overlook the following: whoever as a Christian sees as justified an intervention or the omission of an act in an apparent conflict situation and behaves accordingly, can and must do so in such a way that his necessary death does not give up a Christian expressive behavior nor withdraw from a death with Christ, whose death was carried out in precisely the same way. This is the case for him just as much as for one who in the end consciously rejects the application of "disproportionate means" by artificial life-support and so goes to his death.
The problem of Christian expressive behavior is different in cases where pain or weakness simply do not permit the realization of such an attitude. This problem becomes extreme when someone lies in a certainly irreversible coma. The question of an expressive behavior can only be addressed in such circumstances to those who care for the dying person. If one gives a positive answer in such situations to the controversial question of whether the justified act of letting a person die and active euthanasia are to be judged as equivalent and therefore morally similar, 39 one must still bear in mind that the justified act of letting a person die, as an expressive attitude, stands nearer to an attitude expressing respect vis-à-vis human life than does an active intervention.
One final remark on the theme of the attitudes of faith: in the cases of many Christians, another motive other than the attitudes of faith already named is at work in the humble and courageous endurance of a difficult process of dying, that is, many will be motivated by a sense of obedience, a willingness to go to the ultimate in the face of what a Christian proclamation has consistently emphasized as the unconditional will of God: no disposing of human life! The absoluteness, "in every case," of this proclamation, as has been said, will today sometimes have its validity questioned; when this happens, one would come again to the attitudes of faith which have been set out above, with their capacity to determine the expressive behavior of Christians.
Faith, Fundamental Experience, Philosophy
The faith of the Christian will not give him an unambiguous ethics with respect to the disposing or nondisposing of human life, but it will give him maieutic hints and empower him to determine particular attitudes of faith and corresponding expressive behavior.
Other images of God in other religions-for example, that of Islam or of Buddhism (insofar as this is theistic)-determine in part their own attitudes of faith and a corresponding ethical expressive behavior. This is equally true, if not indeed more so, in the case of the images of the human person held by atheistic or agnostic humanisms.
This does not mean that Christians and non-Christians, in the course of formulating and determining images of God and man, cannot have a deep fundamental experience of the dignity of human life and of its character as gift, or better, we should rather say that they in fact do. A certain ethical fundamental experience corresponds to such a fundamental experience. Such experiences can be richer than formulated convictions and systems, and can indeed stand in contradistinction to these, at least in part, to the extent that the categorial and philosophical reflections are one-sided or false.
Therefore, the Christian faith gives birth to particular attitudes without determining an unambiguous ethics concerning the disposing of human life. Many Catholic theologians set a question mark over the philosophical reflections and arguments in this question. The conjunction of a Christian reflection on faith, of philosophical thinking, and of an original moral experience has developed a particular ethics in the Catholic Church; it is one which goes into detail and tends to take itself rather absolutely, mediating not evident but concrete and often very useful orientations. When one maintains particular norms of behavior out of conviction, he believes himself to have moral certainty for the corresponding justificatory reasons; more is not possible. Nevertheless, differences of opinion on individual questions are possible within the Church's fellowship. Indeed, we know such differences. The statements of the Church's magisterium can be very helpful here; however, they too are no "moral dogma."
